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The Challenging Process of 
Assessing Young Children exposed 
to neglect and abuse;  
 aka: trauma and toxic stress.  



Brains develop and organize  
in the context of relationships.   

 

 
 

,  

Positively and Negatively  



ÁñWe are 

hardwired for 

relationship.ò               

 

 



Imitation starts at birth  

Á Mirror neurons 

Á Ten-minute old newborn doing tongue-protrusion and mouth-opening, ala 
Meltzoff experiments.  

Á Neonate_imitation.wmv 

Á άaƛŎǊƻ ŜǾŜƴǘǎέ 

Á Still_Face._Edward_Tronick.wmv 
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What is Trauma?  

ÁAn exceptional experience in which powerful and dangerous 
stimuli overwhelm the  capacity to regulate emotions.   

ÁDefinition (NASMHPD, 2006) 

Áς The experience of violence and victimization including 
sexual abuse, physical abuse, severe neglect, loss, domestic 
violence and/or the witnessing of violence, terrorism or 
disasters 

ÁDSM IV-TR (APA, 2000) 

ÁtŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ response involves intense fear, horror and 
helplessness 

ÁExtreme stress that overwhelms the ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ  ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ to 
cope 



Definition of Trauma Informed Care 

ÁMental Health Treatment that incorporates: 

ÁAn appreciation for the high prevalence of traumatic 
experiences in persons who receive mental health services 

ÁA thorough understanding of the profound neurological, 
biological, psychological and social effects of trauma and 
violence on the individual  

   (Jennings, 2004) 



Prevalence of Trauma 
Mental Health Population ς United States 
Á 90% of public mental health clients in have been exposed to trauma 

Á(Mueser et al., 2004, Mueser et al., 1998) 

Á 51-98% of public mental health clients in have been exposed to 
trauma 

Á(Goodman et al., 1997, Mueser et al., 1998) 

ÁMost have multiple experiences of trauma 

Á(Mueser et al., 2004, Mueser et al., 1998) 

Á 97% of homeless women with SMI have experienced severe physical 
& sexual abuse ς 87% experience this  abuse both in childhood and 
adulthood 

Á(Goodman et al., 1997) 



Prevalence of Trauma 
Child Mental Health/Youth Detention 
Population - U.S. 

ÁCanadian study of 187 adolescents reported 42% had 
PTSD 

ÁAmerican study of 100 adolescent inpatients; 93% had 
trauma histories and 32% had PTSD 

Á70-90% incarcerated girls ς sexual, physical, emotional 
abuse 

(DOC, 1998, Chesney & Sheldon 1991) 

 



Other Critical Trauma Correlates: The 
Relationship of Childhood Trauma to Adult Health 
ÁAdverse Childhood Events (ACEs) have serious health 

consequences 

ÁAdoption of health risk behaviors as coping mechanisms 

Áeating disorders, smoking, substance abuse, self harm, 
sexual promiscuity 

ÁSevere medical conditions: heart disease, pulmonary disease, 
liver disease, STDs, GYN cancer 

ÁEarly Death (Felitti et al., 1998)  [www.acestudy.org]  



Adverse Childhood Experiences 
Á Recurrent and severe physical abuse  

Á Recurrent and severe emotional abuse 

Á Sexual abuse 

ÁGrowing up in household with: 

ÁAlcohol or drug user 

ÁMember being imprisoned 

ÁMentally ill, chronically depressed, or institutionalized member 

ÁMother being treated violently 

ÁBoth biological parents absent 

ÁEmotional or physical abuse 

  (Fellitti et al, 1998) 



Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study by 
Kaiser Permanente and the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (initial phase 1995 to 1997) 

 Á 17,337 adult health maintenance organization (HMO) members responded 
to a questionnaire about adverse childhood experiences 

11% reported emotional abused as a child,  

30.1% reported physical abuse, and  

19.9% sexual abuse.  

23.5% reported being exposed to family alcohol abuse,  

18.8% were exposed to mental illness,  

12.5% witnessed their mothers being battered, and  

4.9% reported family drug  abuse. 

Á The ACE study showed that adverse childhood experiences are vastly more 
common than recognized or acknowledged and that they have a powerful 
relationship to adult health a half-century later. 



Demographic Categories 
Percent (N = 

17,337) 

Gender 

  Female 54% 

  Male 46% 

Race 

  White 74.8% 

  Hispanic/Latino 11.2% 

  
Asian/Pacific 
Islander 

7.2% 

  African-American 4.6% 

  Other 1.9% 

Age (years) 

  19-29 5.3% 

  30-39 9.8% 

  40-49 18.6% 

  50-59 19.9% 

  60 and over 46.4% 

Education 

  
Not High School 
Graduate 

7.2% 

  
High School 
Graduate 

17.6% 

  Some College 35.9% 

  
College Graduate 
or Higher 

39.3% 

Born in 1935 or before 



What does the prevalence data 
tell us? 
Á Growing body of research on the relationship between victimization and 

later offending 

Á Many people with trauma histories have overlapping problems with mental 
health, addictions, physical health, and are victims or perpetrators of crime 

Á Victims of trauma are found across all systems of care 

(Hodas, 2004; Cusack et al, Muesar et al, 1998, Lipschitz et al, 1999; NASMHPD, 1998).   



¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΧ  

ÁWe need to presume the clients we serve have 
a history of traumatic stress and exercise 
άuniversal precautionsέ ōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ systems of 
care that are trauma-informed 

(Hodas, 2005) 



How are Children Traumatized? 


